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n Figure 1. Slipsbrosch. Auli Laitinen. 2004. Tie, silver.

In 1979 the Nationalmuseum in Stockholm organized Enkelhetens Triumf (The Triumph of Simplicity), an exhibi-

tion featuring the works of Swedish silversmiths. It opened in New York at the Cooper-Hewitt, National Design

Museum. On display were examples of Swedish metalwork covering almost three centuries, up to the 1970s.

The word simplicity did not refer to the actual craft of metalwork, which is time consuming and technically

demanding, but rather to the design aesthetic, characterized by a classicism far removed from the ornately sculp-

tural Baroque of the 17th century. Smooth surfaces with simple ornamentation are more consistent with the

Swedish tradition. The plain surface was completely devoid of any sculptural modeling. Swedish craftspeople,

especially silversmiths, were ‘modern’ long before there was ‘modernism.’ 

The Enkelhetens Triumf exhibition would not be the last time that Swedish silver was exhibited in the United

States and other countries. Twenty-six years later, another collection of Swedish silverwork and jewelry is being

presented in New York, at The International Art + Design Fair 1900-2005, and its aesthetic language is both rich

and revealing. Contemporary Swedish Silver: New Approaches to An Enduring Tradition of Craft and Design has

been curated by Inger Claesson Wästberg, who has presented the new face of Swedish design. 

There have been dramatic changes since the Enkelhetens Triumf exhibition, perhaps most notably in the

expressiveness of the new work now on display – variation rather than simplicity characterizes contemporary

Swedish art and design. Postmodernism, with its focus on conceptual ideas, had an impact on metalwork in the

1980s. The clean, abstract forms of modernism seemed outdated to a young generation of metalsmiths. Even

an object’s function was enhanced with new solutions. A pitcher did not necessarily need to look like one in
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order to function as one.

The fact that metalwork, which requires a great deal of time and patience to master and produce, managed

to survive and to thrive in a country with fewer inhabitants than New York City is something of a miracle. Despite

the constant need for dining utensils in everyday life and the existence of a group of collectors of fine silver, the

clientele that both treasures silver and has the financial wherewithal to commission new silverware is actually

quite a small group. Occasionally, however, a metalsmith can receive a large order that truly puts his skill and

knowledge to the test. In the beginning of the 1990s, for example, Staffan Nilsson produced an extraordinary
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service for twelve, consisting of hand-forged utensils, each part carefully tested. He has developed other areas

of his production with equal care; five of his most recent designs for jugs are exhibited here.

In Sweden there are fewer than a hundred artistically trained and active metalsmiths. Many of them, how-

ever, are internationally known and critically acclaimed. How is it possible for this group to have reached such a

prominent position? The answer may lie partly in the history of Swedish metalwork. It began in the 11th centu-

ry when jewelry and secular vessels in silver began to be produced on a relatively large scale. The basic material

often came not from silver mines but from silver coins that were melted down and reworked, or from artifacts

obtained from the Mediterranean countries. The oldest known Swedish silver mine dates to the 1360s, and two

hundred years later, a rich supply of silver was discovered in Sala. In the 20th century, silver was discovered in

Boliden and the Skellefteå fields where it is mined to this day. Having reliable sources of the metal is but one rea-

son for the success of Sweden’s silversmiths. Another, of greater importance, is the high quality of their educa-

tion, primarily through the Konstfack (University College of Art Crafts and Design) founded in 1844 in

Stockholm. Initially the curriculum concentrated on pattern making, ornamentation, and drawing, and the stu-

dents had limited opportunity to work, hands-on, with the material. However, in 1875, the Konstfack was given

a foundry, and it began training students in metal chasing or engraving. In 1945 the school was reorganized and

a separate institution was founded specifically focusing on metalwork. The name was changed in the late 1990s

to Metallkonst (Metal Art), and again in 2005 to Ädellab (Precious Metal Laboratory). 

A group of talented, highly skilled silversmiths have been responsible for the education program. The early

n Figure 2. Ring from the “Amor fati: series. Jenny Edlund. 

925 oxidized silver and enamel raw aquamarine crystal; ca., 5 cm.

group included Jacob Ängman (1908–1917), John Färngren (1917–1947), Erik Fleming (1947–1954), and Sven

Arne Gillgren (1954–1970). In 1976 Nils Nisbel became head of the silversmith curriculum and in the late 1990s

the school appointed Christer Jonsson as senior professor. Since 2004 the Dutch silversmith Ruudt Peters has

held this position. Wolfgang Gessl, who also taught at the Konstfack and Nils Nisbel are featured in this exhibi-

tion. Elsewhere in Sweden, at the Högskolan för Design och Konsthantverk (HDK; University College of Design

and Craft) in Gothenburg, for example, there has been a similar progression from craft to art. By the 1990s the

HDK curriculum began to concentrate on jewelry. Silversmith Christer Jonsson (skilled in several techniques) and

Tore Svensson – a renewer of ironwork techniques, who wanted to revive traditional metalwork techniques cre-

ated the new education program. Today Gothenburg is still a thriving center for the creation of experimental sil-

verwork, as indicated by the extensive number of artists represented in this exhibition from that area including:

Castello Hansen, Cecilia Johansson, Karin Johansson, Lena Olson, Anna Onsgård, Kerstin Ringedal, Charlotte

Skalegård, Ulrika Swärd, Carolina Tell, and Mona Wallström. 

Arguably the most important reason for Swedish success in silverwork, however, rests with a single group,

n Figure 3. Vessel. Jenny Edlund. 925 silver; 65 cm., diam.
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the Föreningen för Nutida Svenskt Silver (Association for Contemporary Swedish Silver), formed in 1963. Often

called simply ‘Nutida’ or ‘Nfs,’ the group maintains an exhibition hall that functions as an important arena for

the display of silverwork. Despite the fact that the gallery has moved several times in central Stockholm, it con-

tinues to be highly influential. Nutida’s mission has been to promote the creation and distribution of silver hol-

lowware and jewelry. To become a member, a silversmith must be selected by an independent jury. It is not nec-

essary to be Swedish-born to be a member, only to be working as a silversmith in Sweden. But all must pass an

examination to qualify as a professional silversmith. Some members have come from other parts of the world. 

The silverwork by Nfs has been groundbreaking in its conceptual and technical approach. Apprentices have

traveled to and from Sweden to acquire new knowledge and to study under famous masters. The Austrian

Wolfgang Gessl, for example, came to Sweden with a dream of working with Sigurd Persson, which he did after

a few years of waiting. Alternatively, Swedish silversmiths have traveled to the Continent and other parts of the

world to learn different approaches to their craft.  

Nfs is in its forty-second year. Among its supporters have been distinguished members of the cultural milieu

of Stockholm such as: Algot P. Törneman, director of Hantverket (Handicraft); Carl Hernmarck, former director

of the applied art department of the Swedish

Nationalmuseum and author of several books

on metalwork; Åke Stavenow, former director

of Svenska Slöjdföreningen (Swedish Society

of Crafts and Design) and of the Konstfack;

Dag Widman, assistant at the university and

later director of the applied art department at

the Swedish Nationalmuseum; and Ulf Linde,

the legendary art critic and author, who

served as a jury member for Nfs’s first twelve

years. From the beginning Nfs had ambitious

goals and a clear vision. Foremost they would

only accept and exhibit work of the highest

artistic quality but as Silver for Modern Living,

their first exhibition held in 1963 clearly

revealed, the organization had a specific and

unyielding commitment to progressive design. 

The decade or so before the 1963 exhibi-

tion had brought many pivotal changes to

Sweden and to the world. The years following World War II saw new patterns of consumption, which resulted

in a more casual lifestyle. Coffee and tea services became things of the past and diverse modern art forms took

their place in the new homes of Sweden. An arresting silver bowl, some candlesticks, an artistically interesting

soup spoon, and unusual salt shakers became the new fixtures. In the 1950s, several new suburbs sprang up

around Swedish cities. In these areas, churches were erected, often with interiors that reflected the modern aes-

thetic of the time, demanding newly designed church silver. The church thus contributed to the survival of sil-

verwork in Sweden. Thematic exhibitions focusing specifically on silver also inspired innovation. Small workshops

proliferated, in which a single silversmith was responsible for design and production, sometimes aided by a few

colleagues. These workshops followed in the footsteps of earlier models established in the 1920s by Erik Fleming,

Atelier Borgila, and Wiwen Nilsson, and later ones of the 1940s run by Sigurd Persson and Birger Haglund.

Persson in particular has become recognized internationally as among the world’s most distinguished silver-

smiths. His work has been presented in international magazines, and he was made an honorary member of the

n Figure 5. Brooch. Annika Åkerfelt. 2004. Porcelain, silver. n Figure 4. Vessel from the “Simulacra” series. Jenny Edlund. 926 oxidized silver; 100 cm., diam. 
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notable English goldsmiths’ society, The Worshipful Company of Goldsmiths, in 1965. As an author of books and

articles, Persson also contributed to the intellectual discussion of silverwork. Until his death in 2003, he contin-

ued to perfect his artistry, in both the creation of jewelry and utensils. In 1999, at the age of eighty-five, he exhib-

ited ten new pitchers alongside ten old ones. The juxtaposition revealed consistency in the quality and the on-

going creation of new ideas. Two years later, in 2001, he showed twenty new silver rings together with twenty

old ones. This was a personal reflection on the revolutionary exhibition, held in 1960 at NK (Nordiska

Kompaniet), the leading department store in Stockholm that radically changed the Swedish view of jewelry.

Some traditions from the past have remained, such as giving a silver spoon to children as a christening gift.

But the sugar bowl, cream jug, and sugar tongs have, for the most part, lost their cultural value. They were

among the many objects in silver that a rebellious younger generation made passé by the end of the 1960s. 

A new lifestyle elicits new needs. The forms associated with contemporary silver might include an espresso

maker, a jug for warm milk, or a server for olive oil. Razors, cuff links, manicure kits, children’s mugs, and chil-

dren’s utensils are also objects that contemporary silversmiths create in addition to jewelry. The individualism and

materialism of Western society has made the market for unique objects expand. And why not have a waste

paper basket in silver and the extremely hard material Corian? Anders Ljungberg’s design, exhibited here, makes

a good case for this interpretation. 
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n Figure 6. Wanna be precious. Sofia Björkman. 2004. Vinyl, silver. 

Often Nfs has taken the initiative not only to show silver in various parts of Sweden, but also to exhibit

abroad. For example, Contemporary Swedish Silver, featuring 250 works by 39 silversmiths, opened in New York

in the fall of 1982. The exhibit, which was part of the ‘Scandinavia Today’ campaign, traveled to various parts

of the United States. The Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum acquired works from Bengt Liljedahl and

Theresia Hvorslev. Both artists are participants in this exhibition as well. For the “Bolero” exhibition in 1990,

housed in an elegant glass pavilion in Stockholm, the participants used Maurice Ravel’s composition of the same

name as their source of inspiration. The most humorous interpretation was Mats Eskil’s jug, ‘MORRIS Ravel’ with

‘300 years rust-free guarantee and free repairs.’ He associated the name Maurice with the car Morris. In recent

decades, many new galleries have begun to specialize in works of metal. The reason derives from greater pub-

lic interest and an increased number of formally trained metalworkers. 

In the late 1970s the Konstfack in Stockholm and the University College for Design and Craft in Gothenburg

introduced an education program in ironwork and other base metals, and techniques used outside the field of

silversmithing. Interestingly the students had an active role in revising the curriculum. The new education pro-

gram lead to the creation of a coop gallery called Metallum, founded by a group of metalsmiths in Stockholm

in 1981. Here artists would show more experimental work. Nfs’s focus on silver felt like a constrictive anachro-

nism now that metalsmiths wanted to use base metals such as as titanium, aluminum, tantalum, iron, and other

n Figure 7. Lost form. Sofia Björkman. 2004. Silver.
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new materials. Even at Nfs there was an increase in the types of materials used. Base metals and other nontra-

ditional materials shaped into unconventional forms, amalgams of different materials, and new ways to create

interesting surfaces in silver and gold, all enriched the field.

This year the Metallum gallery closed, but in Gothenburg, a new and even more progressive gallery, the

Hnoss, which opened a few years ago, continues. Founded by three metalsmiths – Cecilia Johansson, Tore

Svensson, and Mona Wallström – the gallery has presented Swedish and foreign metalsmiths that are among the

most interesting in the world.   

Nfs reopened in a new gallery space in the fall of 1986 on Arsenalsgatan 3 in Stockholm. This location

enables it to reach a larger and more diverse audience. Although the space is small, the interior design is ingen-

ious, functioning as an exhibition and retail space. All members have their own drawer for jewelry (or share one).

There are shelves for hollowware and display cases that are changed every three weeks. When a metalsmith sub-

mits new work, it is displayed immediately so that the most current production is always on view. In the gallery,

separate or thematic exhibitions replace each other on an ongoing basis. No exhibition is like another. Access to

a beautiful space and financial stability has contributed to the organization’s creativity and ability to present up-
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n Figure 8. Lost form. Sofia Björkman. 2004. Gold. n Figure 9. Pralines. Anna Atterling. 2000. Silver. 

and-coming artists in a proper venue. Each year Nfs hosts about twenty evening lectures for different art asso-

ciations and other interested groups. Work is sold, and information about the concept, materials, and techniques

used is provided. The jury meetings also take place in the gallery. 

Nfs seeks to stimulate interest and keep silver production alive. The silver is handled without gloves to

demonstrate that it is not something to be put away in a closet, but used all the time in daily life, even if the sil-

ver must be polished more often. Of the four hundred members of Nfs, about sixty are active silversmiths appoint-

ed by a committee that has rigorously judged the quality of their work. Other members include collectors, silver

connoisseurs, writers, critics, and museum curators – an audience that wants to assure the future of metalwork. 

Besides Nfs, the Konsthantverkarna group in Stockholm offer works of high quality. Konsthantverkarna is

also a coop organization with an active membership. The increasing importance of cooperatives attests to a

desire for alternatives to the market driven product development associated with many of the applied arts indus-

tries in Sweden and elsewhere in Scandanavia. Cooperatives support artists working in craft materials so they



Around this time a strong and very skilled group of women silversmiths (for example Maria Elmqvist, Helena

Edman, Gunilla Lantz and Hedvig Westermark) emerged in Sweden. They had a more pragmatic way of

approaching jewelry than their male colleagues, emphasizing that it should be worn just as easily in a casual con-

text as at a formal occasion. The women insisted that jewelry should be durable enough to withstand the hands

of small children, and the wear and tear of time. It was made and worn for pleasure. Caroline Lindholm, Helene

Söderberg, and Petra Schou, and others who debuted in the beginning of the 21st century, engaged in a more

subtle and conceptual way of relating to their craft.

Since jewelry was so dominant in the 1990s, Nfs has invited silversmiths to participate in an exhibition of

hollowware, to encourage and revitalize the genre. Now, the focus of interest is the convergence of craft, art,

the consumer, and the broader context. The new work seeks to invoke memory and reflection, and relate to a

world that has become less predictable.
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can create freely despite extensive economic pressure to produce less expensive domestic objects abroad. The

artists associated with Konsthantverkarna including Jenny Edlund, Michael Hamma, Agniezka Knap, and Hedwig

Westermark share a common cultural commitment that will help Swedish craft traditions prevail in the global

economy that makes it difficult for indigenous craft traditions to endure.

The jewelry group Platina is a comparatively new gallery located in Stockholm – founded by Sofia Björkman

and Åsa Skogsberg – that shares similar goals as the other organizations but is recognized for its progressive

experimental approach to design. While larger companies respond to momentary trends in fashion mass-pro-

ducing jewelry such as mood rings, these designers work in a studio environment where they can create luxury

items of the finest technical quality. The Platina gallery is represented in the exhibition by Annika Pia Ahleborg,

Annika Akerfelt, Charlotte Aud, Anna Atterling, Sofia Björkman, Auli Laitenen, Agnes Larsson, Klara Schmidt,

and Miro Sazdic.

If groundbreaking hollowware was the focus of the 1960s, jewelry was the basis for another revitalization

of silverwork in the early 1980s. Margareth Sandström and Peter de Wit initiated this renewal with their exhibi-

tion, Bärbara Objekt (Portable Objects), in 1980. Jewelry as portable art – where conceptual ideas and artistic

messages are more important than mere ornamentation – had already emerged in the Netherlands in the mid-

1960s. Even if one can argue that Sigurd Persson was as radical as his Dutch colleagues, it was first in the 1980s

that this art form was established in Sweden.

Peter de Wit’s very strict geometric work in gold, silver, aluminum, and rock crystal contain refined con-

struction solutions, examples of which are included in this exhibition. The materials became the means by which

to express something, not an end in itself. Several metalsmiths, including Glenn Roll and Maria Elmquist, among

others, have contributed groundbreaking jewelry to this development.

During the 1980s metalwork became an area of extensive artistic developments. The metalsmiths were ready

to show the personal aesthetic language they had been trained to develop. Many of them were students of

Bengt Liljedahl whose atelier served as a kind of center for emerging metalsmiths. The knowledge of crafts-

manship they had acquired enabled a new generation of silversmiths to formulate an aesthetic language of their

own.

The metalsmiths of the 1990s began to merge materials of different color, texture, character, and reflective

properties. The surface of the silver, which the older generation of modernists had polished smooth until no

imperfections were visible, was now being exposed to all kinds of treatments, such as scratching, filing, oxida-

tion, etching, and rolling. This phenomenon can be interpreted in many ways: as an expansion of the definition

of beauty and refutation of the modernist need for perfection; as a method that breaks down previously estab-

lished hierarchies; or simply as a desire to show that a material can, like a person, play many roles. This was the

metalsmiths’ way of participating in postmodern discourse. 
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n Figure 10. Earrings. Pia Aleborg. 2004. Silver, glass.



The metalsmiths have attracted a new audience by identifying contemporary needs and revising the appear-

ance of traditional products. Examples of the latter include Karl Heinz Sauer’s cake server, Bent Liljedahl’s

saucepan and espresso makers, as well as Jan Brunk’s measuring cup, which now has a corresponding whisk and

funnel, all intended for daily use in the kitchen. The younger metalsmiths have pushed silver in an entirely new

direction. In the 1995 exhibition Seven Eleven, Josefin Davidsson, for example, explored the lives of the con-

temporary urban population, a far cry from the elegantly set tables that are usually associated with silverware.

She has continued to concentrate on vessels for food and beverages, including a pitcher for chocolate on dis-

play at The International Art + Design Fair 1900-2005. In Sweden, interest in chocolate has increased over the

past few years, especially in artisanal chocolate production. For this exhibition, Petra Schou has designed a plate

for chocolate, and technically virtuosic water and wine pitchers were created by Sebastian Schildt. Both Annika

Daevel and Wolfgang Gessl have chosen to make martini glasses, revealing the increasing American influence

on Swedish culture.

A few of the younger craftspeople have contributed to the revitalization of traditional forms, a phenome-

non that has changed the conventional vocabulary of utilitarian objects. They approach design in an experi-

mental way, challenging established functional and conceptual concerns. Domestic objects are reworked and

given new shapes that engage us, interact with each other, and connect with their surroundings.

Erik Tidäng creates small metal forms that he later screws together into a larger three-dimensional vessel.

Silver, steel and vibrant titanium create beautiful color combinations. The surfaces resemble ‘fish scales.’ One can

also associate the work with armor from the Middle Ages or a rustic shingle roof. They thus relate to nature, his-

tory, and popular building traditions. Tidäng allows his methods of construction to be visible; they comprise both

the shape of the object and its decoration. He is at once an ornamentalist and a constructivist.

Anders Ljungberg is more concerned with the shape of an object and how it is used as an aesthetic form.

His work raises specific questions. How do objects relate to each other and their surroundings? What does it

mean when a functional object lies on the table instead of standing upright? Is there another way to conceive

the foot of a vessel besides a flat base? The objects Ljungberg creates have thus far been smooth, their aesthetic

soft and organic, without being reminiscent of nature. His work responds to the relationship between the object

and the human body. The combination of extremely soft and hard materials is intriguing.

Ljungberg is convinced of the contemporary importance of his craft. During the long creative process, the

craftsman has unique opportunities to reflect on the nature of an object. And the soft, light-reflecting silver

demands more contemplation than most materials. Is this perhaps the reason that objects crafted of silver seem

to transcend the arbitrary categorizations and parameters of time? Even when they seem so fragile, even poet-

ic, like the leaf-shaped bowl Caroline Lindholm created for The International Art + Design Fair 1900-2005 –  a

bowl that defies the physicality of its medium and transforms silver into thin leaves gently stirred by a breeze.
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